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	1. Prologue: Bombardment

I was born on a planet called Reach. I don't remember much of it, only the cave den my mother kept us in while we were young. I remember the sunlight that shown through the entrance each morning, I remember hearing the birds. I never saw them, though. Mom never let us out of the den. Sure, she went out, but she always came back with food for herself, which meant milk for us.

Our days passed slowly and were event-less. My oldest brother, Badger, ventured out as far as the den entrance before Mom caught him and carried him back in.

"You must never go out there," she scolded. "Any of you. The outside world is dangerous, it's not meant for kittens your age."

I understood her warning, but that only made me want to see beyond the den walls even more. I was a month old when I got my first glimpse of it.

When I turned five months old, something on Reach changed. The ground rumbled and shook, dirt fell onto our heads. The sky darkened and took on a green hue. We heard bangs that sounded like thunder, roars we didn't think were human, pops that sounded like breaking branches. We saw dirt explosions in the distance, and strange purple shapes float through the sky. Large, gray shapes went after them, sending out shots of light that hurt the purple shapes. My siblings and I didn't understand what was going on, but something told me Mom did.

I could tell something was seriously wrong when she came home one day. She was doing her best to keep her fur flat, but her eyes and scent betrayed her fear.

"Mom, what's going on?" My brother, Badger, shouldered his way through us to the front of the den. "What are all those shapes and noises? Is that supposed to happen?"

"No," Mom said, looking out of the entrance toward the explosions of blue and yellow light. "None of this is supposed to be happening." A massive explosion rocked the ground, making us stumble, and a huge purple shape plunged nose first into the dirt. We heard yelling from two different sides, one human, and another we couldn't figure out.

She turned to us, starting to take on a wild-eyed look. "We need to move. Now!" She herded us out of the den as fast as our short legs would allow her.

"Where are we going, Mom?" Wasp, my second oldest brother, asked.

She paused for a moment I didn't think any of us had to spare and looked around. Her ears pricked and her eyes widened as though she had just remembered something. "The ship-breaking yards…" I somehow heard her words over the explosions that rang out over the valley.

"The ship-breaking yards," she repeated, to us this time. "We must get to the ship-breaking yards."

"Where's that?" Wasp asked.

"Aszod," my mother said, ushering us forward. "If we leave now, we can get there in time. There's a small flying ship waiting for some important passengers. If we can get there before they get on, we can escape the planet with them. But we must hurry!" She scooped me up against my will by my scruff and bolted, my three siblings following as fast as they could. We ran towards the woods, a large shaded place with too many trees for me to count. But as we plunged into the undergrowth and the cover of the brush, an explosion went off close to us, too close for comfort.

We were thrown sideways, my mother losing her grip on me. I went skidding across the dirt and lay dazed for a moment before I was able to register what had happened. I felt nothing but fear, wondering if my family had been killed in the blast, and as I tried to stand and run, Mom's teeth closed around my scruff again. Badger and Wasp ran beside her, and the white blob on her back told me that my only sister, Lark, was riding on her back.

But the further we ran, the more explosions went off, and the more Wasp fell behind. I could sense that Mom was becoming desperate, struggling to keep us all together. She couldn't carry Wasp, and we were running out of time.

More and more dirt flew as we made our way at a painfully slow pace, all to allow Wasp to keep up with us. At this rate, we would never make it to safety.

We were thrown again as another explosion rocked the ground. Mom dropped me again, though Lark remained on her back. Badger and Wasp fell over themselves as they tumbled from the explosion site. It was hard to keep track of everything that was going on, between Mom's frantic yelling and the deafening blasts.

She tried to gather us together one more time, me in her teeth again. She started forward again, carefully, as another explosion went off more than a hundred paw steps from us. She jumped and turned, but I could sense she was lost. She was desperate, scared, and blinded from the dirt and debris. We were lost.

Then, as another blast sounded, a black shape galloped out of the dust. It was another cat, bigger than Mom. He had eyes as orange as the moon, coal black fur and stripes the color of the night sky. From the way he kept looking over his shoulder at the wrecked forest, I could tell he was scared.

"Allvin!" Mom dropped me at her paws to address the new cat. She pushed her face against his. "Thank goodness you're here!"

He only nodded, and quickly looked us over. "Are they yours?" He was asking about me and my siblings.

Mom nodded frantically. "Yes. Yes. I'm trying to get the ship yard. We need to leave."

Allvin nodded again, though he seemed to be hiding his surprise, as though he had no idea we even existed. "I'll help you." He hoisted Badger onto his back and took Wasp in his mouth.

Mom took me in her teeth again, and made sure Lark was still safe on her back. And then we were off, bolting through flying dirt and plants. Allvin's dark pelt made it easy to keep track of him as we went.

I didn't know how long we had been running; I only knew that we were desperate to get to our final destination. We heard pops ring out all around us when we entered opened ground. Voices we couldn't understand called out to each other, some smooth and steady and other rough and choppy. I didn't know where the voices were coming from until we rounded the corner of a decimated stone building. A group of straight-standing two legged figures were firing shots at a group of hunched over two legged figures. The hunched figures were covered in some kind of hard, shiny cover. The straighter figures were covered in something darker and wore round shells on their heads. I didn't know what they were, and I didn't want to stick around long enough to find out.

We quickly made our way past and away from the fight. There was no reason for us to stay.

The sky had turned as orange as Allvin's eyes when we finally arrived at what my mother called the Aszod ship-breaking yard. There was more fighting between the straight standing creatures and the hunched over ones. The straight-standing creatures were different than the last ones. This time, they wore colorful covering instead of the dark green covering. There were only two of them, one sitting at a massive gray tube that let out blinding bursts of light. Smoke from downed purple shapes burned my eyes and nose, but I didn't complain. My eyes and nose had been bothering me since we had left the den.

Mom and Allvin stopped. They dropped me and Wasp and surveyed the scene.

Allvin shook his head. "There's no Pelican, and there's too many enemies," he hissed. "We'll never get off this rock before it's gone."

"Don't say that, Allvin!" Mom scolded. "We'll make it. We just need to wait for the right time…" She crouched over me and stayed still while the fight continued below us.

Allvin sighed doubtfully, but crouched down over Wasp and remained silent.

We watched as the straight standing creature at the tube brought down two more purple shapes, and the one on the ground took down multiple hunch-backed creatures. It was strange to watch, two sets of unknown creatures fight for unknown reasons. I watched them carefully, taking in every step, every movement, every twist and turn of the ground fighters. There was something graceful about the way they danced around each other, however bloody it might have been. Something fascinated me in the way they moved, as though each one knew what the other was going to do. I wanted to know what that was like, to dance a fight, to move as quickly and easily as those creatures did.

Watching them made me forget the real issue at hand, and I was almost disappointed when the fight-dance was over. Mom jolted me up by my scruff, and as I watched a lean gray shape fly down to the ground, I realized that was our ticket to safety. Once we were on that ship, we would be okay.

"Allvin, what is _that_?" Badger pointed with his paw to something beyond the little gray ship. I followed his paw and felt my heart skip a beat or two. Beyond the little gray ship was an even _bigger_ ship, this one longer and thicker and covered in lights of yellow and red. There was something scrawled across the side of the ship in white, in thin white markings that meant nothing to my eyes.

"I don't know, son," Allvin said through a mouthful of Wasp's black and yellow fur. He looked just as mesmerized by the new ship as Badger and I were.

"We need to move," Mom interjected, bounding ahead of Allvin. "Quickly!"

I swung and bounced in Mom's grip, banging into her chest with every running step she took. She led us down to the platform and made a beeline for the little gray ship, only to stop frozen a few grown cat-lengths away.

"Oh no."

Standing at the back of the little ship were two of the straight-standing creatures: one with the colored armor and another, shorter one dressed in gray. They were blocking the entrance. There was no way to get in unseen.

Allvin slowed to a trot and stopped beside us. His black ears flattened against his head and his tail lashed. He didn't like the situation anymore than Mom did.

"Now what?"

Mom inhaled heavily. "I'll have to play nice."

"What?" Allvin hissed as Mom walked over to the two creatures, me still in her mouth and Lark still on her back. "Are you crazy? Get back here! You don't know what they'll do!"

Mom ignored him and kept walking. I could tell she was nervous from the way her breath came out against my fur and the way she walked. It was stiff, but she forced herself forward. She only stopped when she was a kitten-length from the humans. She dropped me at her paws and pushed me underneath her, same with Lark. Then she meowed.

The two creatures stopped making their noises. I couldn't tell what their reactions were from where I was underneath Mom, but I could hear the silence that held them.

Mom meowed again, this time turning her head back toward Allvin, Badger, and Wasp. She turned her head back to the creatures with another meow.

The one in gray, I could tell it was him because his voice was clearer than the other one, said something to her in his language—I could tell by his scent that he was male—and stepped aside. Mom chirped her thanks and used her tail to usher me and my sister forward underneath her. She didn't want to get us noticed.

The minute we were on the little gray ship she took me back in her mouth and cantered to the end corner. She dropped me there and let Lark out from underneath her. "Stay here and wait for your brothers." She turned and walked out into the isle far enough to watch for Allvin and our brothers.

It wasn't long before the black cat came in and handed off Badger and Wasp to Mom, who nosed them into the corner with me and Lark.

"Thank you, Allvin," she said, touching her cheek to his.

Allving returned the gesture. "I would have done that any time you asked." He pulled back, glanced at us and looked back at Mom. "I need to go now," he said. He sounded anxious.

"No, Allvin, please!" Mom begged. "Stay with us. You'll be safe."

"No." Allvin's eyes were still soft, but serious. "I can't do that. I need to make sure my own cats get off this rock in one piece. I'm sorry." He turned and dodged the tall creature in gray and jumped off the ship. He didn't leave right away, though. He turned and lingered for a moment, watching as the ship began to leave the platform.

Mom sighed. "Good-bye, Allvin."

Allvin blinked at her, his eyes regretful and his voice choked. "Good-bye, Reef."


	2. The Pillar of Autumn

The Pillar of Autumn

* * *

><p>The ship we took refuge on was a "battle cruiser," Mom said, called the <em>Pillar of Autumn<em>. It was dozens of times larger than the little ship we had ridden in on, and it seemed to span for miles without end. My family hid out in the air ventilation system in an off-side passage where we were out of the main draft current. Mom had lined it with scraps of soft material she had collected during her daily outings to find us food scraps from what she called the "mess hall."

The vents were dim and dull. They were gray on all sides and in every passage. They twisted and turned in every direction; Mom had created a scent-path for us to follow so we didn't fall down an unexpected drop in the passages. She kept us away from the grates in the sides and bottoms for fear that we might be seen by unwanted "humans," as she called the strange straight-standing creatures. I thought it was ridiculous, since the older human in gray had already seen us when we boarded the little ship back in the yard. But Mom insisted that we stay out of sight, and so we did.

My siblings and I spent our days play-fighting and rough-housing in the dim passages of the air vents. I stayed away from a good number of these fake fights. I was the smallest in my litter, and usually the first one to get hurt. Badger was the biggest in the litter, and he used his size against the rest of us, so he didn't get as hurt.

Mom happily encouraged our play-fighting. I think she wanted to keep us busy while she was out scavenging so we didn't get into trouble. But her absences only gave me the chance to get a glimpse at the activity that was going on right under our paws.

The humans were strange creatures. I couldn't understand a word they said, and I couldn't wrap my head around their physical gestures. From what I could grasp, they bared their teeth when they were happy. I didn't understand. Cats only showed their teeth when they were irritated or angry. Why were they showing their teeth to each other if they weren't angry? It made no sense to me.

I noticed the more I watched them that they all responded in the same way to a man wearing gray. He was the same man we had encountered back on Reach in the ship yard; the one who let us onto the little ship Allvin had called a "Pelican." As far as I knew, this man was the oldest on the ship. I guessed that the rest maybe went to him for advice and guidance. He had all this strange little decorations stuck on his shirt and the other humans treated him with respect. He must be the leader, I decided, like Allvin. Allvin had said that he had his own group of cats to worry about. Maybe this man was the same way; he had his own humans to worry about like Allvin had his cats. I didn't think that was an unreasonable assumption, after all, the humans were living in a group. How could they not have someone to give them direction?

In a strange way the man reminded me of Allvin. He cared about his people, like Allvin cared about my family and his own group of cats. Even though I had only known Allvin for a short period of time, I felt like there was some fatherly feeling toward us from him. I got that same feeling from the ship's leader, though I didn't know him at all.

I thought it was funny that I could find some similarities between the humans and the few cats I knew. I wanted to tell Mom about it one night when she got back from raiding the scraps of the mess hall, but I knew she wouldn't like the idea. She was funny when it came to humans.

I didn't understand why she wouldn't just bring us down and let us live with the humans. After all, we were so close to them already I thought it just made sense. But Mom wanted nothing to do with them, and kept us holed up in the vents.

"The humans are dangerous," she said one night while we ate. "They can kill you instantly if they wanted to." We didn't know what "kill" meant, but it sounded bad.

Lark swiped her tongue around her mouth. "But why?"

Mom sighed and shook her head. "I don't know. Humans are strange creatures."

I said nothing, only continued eating. I doubted that. After all, I'd seen the way the human leader treated his men; I didn't think he'd let them hurt us, not even if they wanted to. But I let my mother and siblings be skeptical. Let them be afraid, I thought. It just gave me more of a reason to figure the humans out for myself.

I was still awake later that night, when the rest of my family had fallen asleep. My three older siblings were curled up in a heap, almost on top of each other. My mother was splayed out on her side, yet somehow managed to stay curled around the pile of soft stuff we slept on. I was fidgety, I wanted to get out and walk and explore the ship and the vents. I wanted to see what lay beyond our shallow lives of fear and secrecy. I wasn't afraid, not like Lark and Mom. Let them be cowards. It just showed who the brave cats were.

I stretched in my spot of the pile and settled down. No one stirred. I stretched again, this time getting to my paws, and hobbled out of the fabric pile. I sat at the edge of our hollow and looked around. The vents looked even darker than usual. They normally shine a bright gray, but with the lights off in the deck below, they shone a darker gray, like Badger's fur. In fact, I noticed that if I looked at the panels a certain way, they looked Badger's striped pelt, black and one thick white stripe down his back from his forehead.

I only snorted. I was tired of seeing the same old thing, even at night. I wanted to see something new. I stood up and took a few steps away from the hollow. I stopped and looked over my shoulder, just to make sure everyone was still asleep. Satisfied that they were, I took a right away from the hollow and headed off at a brisk pace to the furthest grate I could find.

It happened to be the first grate I found that was far enough away from the hollow. And, as a bonus, it just so happened to be right above the main deck of the ship. From where I sat, I could see the leader, carefully looking over a set of lines and shapes that meant nothing to me. Next to him, on a round solid object that looked like a rounded vent tunnel, was a smaller, odd-looking human I had seen only once or twice before. She—as far as I knew there were no other females on the ship, and the only females I did know were my sister and mother—was only about as tall as the tips of Mom's ears. She was a color I had no name for. She wasn't blue, like Badger's eyes, or red, like my fur. She was somewhere in between, but I didn't know that color. If I spoke Human, I'd ask her about her color, but my vocal cords were limited in the sounds I could make.

The oddest thing about her was that I could see the floor on the other side of her. It was like looking through a grate, only it was tinged that funny blue-red color. She came and went too, in a flash of blue light. One minute she was next to the leader, the next she was gone. Sometimes she came back, but most of the time she stayed away. I don't know where she went, but I wondered if she had a little vent hollow of her own that she stayed in when she wasn't with the leader.

I sat there watching as the leader talked to his see-through friend. He took this curved object out of his pocket and chewed on it. He did that a lot, and I wondered why. I didn't think he could eat it; it looked like the roots that had crawled into our den back on Reach. My family never ate the roots; Mom said they tasted bitter and they wouldn't help us fill our bellies. But he chewed on it anyway, whatever it was.

They made a lot of sounds I couldn't understand. The sounds almost sounded like cats noises, only they made no sense to my ears and I could hear them from where I sat. Still, I was happy to sit by the grate and listen to their funny noises. They were so much more interesting than my own kind.

I took my eyes off them for a moment and swept my eyes around the vent system that ran along the ceiling. I spotted an opened grate on the other side.

_Good_, I thought. I could get a better view of the leader and his friend. I stood and trotted through the gray maze to the open grate. If it hadn't been for the yellow light that streamed into the gray vents, I'm not sure I would have found it.

The opening gave me a better view of the main area, now that there weren't any bars in my way. I could see other humans sitting in cups at black fields with colored lines on them, like the ones the leader was looking at. I thought they might have been the same lines, but I couldn't be sure.

I heard the leader sigh. It was a tired sigh, like the ones Mom always made when she was fed up with my and my siblings' energy. I wondered if all the fighting had made him tired, after all, there had been a lot of that going on back on Reach. As far as I knew he hadn't been involved, but I couldn't say for sure.

I felt bad for him. Couldn't he just go home and leave all the fighting to everyone else? Maybe he had a family he had to get back to? Surely he must have wanted to be there instead of fighting those strange hunched creatures, right? I let out a sigh of my own and leaned forward a little to get a bit of a better look.

For a moment I thought I must have gotten a really good view, because the floor was becoming clearer and bigger. But then it sparked in my head that I had somehow tumbled off the edge of the grate, and I was falling to the floor in a ship infested with humans.

~O~

Reef jerked awake. Every night since she had first brought her family onto the cruiser she had had dreams of falling into endless darkness. She always woke feeling like she was only inches from the floor and it was only the waking world that caught her and set her down gently.

She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. _It was only a dream_, she reminded herself. _You were never falling. You never have fallen, not like that._ She took another breath and relaxed. Sometimes a little self-reassurance and a look around at your surroundings was all it took to calm down.

She rolled half way onto her stomach. She checked over the nest. Badger, Wasp, and Lark were sleeping a heap of gray, yellow, and white fur. She wished Flame would sleep in that bundle with them, but Reef's youngest kit always chose to sleep on the outskirts of it. Now, though, as Reef looked over her litter, she realized Flame was nowhere to be found.

Her heart thudded in her chest. _Where could my youngest have gone?_ She knew her kit was adventurous and bold, she could see it in Flame's eyes. A mother's intuition told her Flame had been watching the humans from the grate since the first day they arrived on the _Autumn_. She had always known in her heart, but she never bothered to address it. She felt panic rising in her stomach. She couldn't let Flame end up with the humans, she couldn't. She knew from experience what would happen once Flame formed a close bond, if at all.

Reef slowly stood, so as to not wake the rest of her litter. She took a sample of the air. Her kit's scent was fresh, but fading. She followed the trail to the edge of the hollow, and took a right, following Flame's scent. It grew strong at the first grate she came to. She was about to move on when she spotted a small group of humans standing around in a cramped circle. One of them, a human dressed in red and white, was kneeling on the ground. Reef strained to hear the conversation, but only caught snippets of it.

"…didn't see anything, Captain…"

"…where did she…"

"…thought I detected something in our systems…"

Reef bolted for the open grate on the other side. Flame's scent trail led all the way there and then ran cold. Reef crouched at the edge of the opening. A hairball of terror formed in her throat.

Her youngest kit was lying in a crumpled heap on the floor, surrounded by a posse of humans, including the Captain. Nothing on Flame looked broken, but the kit was unresponsive. The fall had knocked her unconscious. She was breathing.

Reef inhaled sharply. This couldn't be happening. She had promised herself she would keep her litter safe, keep the family together. How could she have let this happen? She should have watched Flame, she should have told her again and again to stay away from the grates, from the humans, not just once. Where had she gone wrong?

As the kneeling human removed his jacket and scooped Flame up, Reef knew there was nothing she could do to recover her daughter. Part of her wanted to leap down and fight for her kit, but the other part knew that only the humans could help Flame if she was injured. From there…Reef hated to imagine it.

"Lieutenant Miles, could you please take this kitten to the infirmary?" the Captain asked.

"Yes sir," the lieutenant, the one cradling Flame, answered.

The Captain nodded as the officer went off. He turned to the AI stationed at the pedestal behind him. "Cortana," he said, "I know there are far more pressing matters that need attention, but could you make sure this kitten recovers?"

"Of course, sir," Cortana said. "I'll take care of the kitten and the Covenant." She disappeared in a flash of blue light.

Reef backed away from the grate, shivering. She'd heard enough and there was nothing she could do.


	3. Unfamiliar Territory

**Unfamiliar Territory**

* * *

><p>"She's stable, Captain…"<p>

"No broken bones…"

"…lucky to be alive…"

"…just over five months…"

Everything hurt. My head throbbed, my shoulder ached. Even breathing sent sharp pains through my sides. Fixing my body position wasn't an option; my muscles screamed in protest. I felt like I'd been jumped on by Badger.

The room was blurry when I tried to open my eyes. I saw the misshapen forms of human faces above me, turned dark by the lights in the ceiling. When the humans pulled back, speaking in words I couldn't understand, the light shone fully. It hurt my eyes, and I looked away. Couldn't they turn them down a little?

As I blinked the room became clearer, and I could see three humans dressed in white coats. They stared down at me over the tops of the gray vent panels they held in their hands. I didn't understand why they were playing around with vent panels. What use could they have for them and what did they have to do with me?

_Mom was right_, I thought, blinking again. _Humans are strange creatures._

One of the humans lowered his panel and came closer to me. He extended his hand. I hissed at him. Just because they rescued me after my fall didn't mean they could touch me. He drew his hand back, not surprised, and looked at someone outside my line of vision.

"She's a wild one, Captain," the whitepelt, as I deemed him, said. "She must have come from one of those feral colonies on Reach."

I froze and stared up at the human. I had understood every word that came out of his mouth. That couldn't be right. I had never been able to understand human speech. I shouldn't be able to understand human speech! What had changed now?

_Maybe it was the fall_, I thought, staring instead at the wall. _Maybe it changed something in my head._ The thought didn't sound unreasonable. After all, I had hit the floor pretty hard. Maybe this was something that would go away in a few hours. I liked the sound of that, and decided to wait and see how I made out. In the mean time, I would take in every scrap of information I could get from the humans. Why waste time?

The Captain's voice brought me back to reality. "It doesn't surprise me, Doctor. Her mother was feral when I first saw her, and she's been hiding out in the ship ever since."

My heart thudded. The Captain had always known about us. What had Mom been fretting about, then?

"Her mother isn't feral, Captain." That was the voice of the strange blue-red human, my ears told me. I was sore, but not too sore to sit up halfway when she appeared on one of those stands near the table I was lying on.

"Did you know her mother, Cortana?"

Cortana nodded. "Quite well, actually. Reef was her name. She stopped in every so often to see Doctor Halsey. She always stayed a few hours, just talking to us. Then…she ran off one day and I hadn't seen her since." She smiled. "I was surprised when she turned up on the _Autumn_ after all this time away. Now I know why." She was looking at me, with an amused smile on her face.

"Can I help you?" I asked, disturbed at the new information I had on my own mother. She only laughed. It was obvious she didn't speak Cat.

"I think she's going to be as feisty as her mother," Cortana said. She leaned forward. "What should we call her, Captain?"

"Cortana, she isn't staying with us."

"Oh, but we need to call her _something_ until she gets better, don't we? Or do you expect us to call her 'Cat' all day?"

I held back a purr. This "Cortana" had an odd sense of humor, but I liked it.

My ear swiveled around as the Captain sighed. "All right, pick a name. We'll figure out what to do with her once she's recovered."

"Thank you, Captain."

The Captain didn't say anything, and I couldn't see him from my point of view. But I watched him leave the room without another word.

Cortana turned her attention back to me. "All right, little one," she said in a gentle voice. "What are we going to call you?"

"Flame," I tried telling her. "My name is Flame."

She sighed. "It's a shame there isn't translation software for cats. Maybe then I'd be able to understand what you're trying to tell me." So she understood I was trying to talk to her. It wasn't much, but at least we were getting somewhere.

"_Flame_," I tried telling Cortana again, but it was useless. She couldn't understand me. But for whatever reason, she was staring at me like I'd grown another set of eyes.

"I've heard of dogs that could _almost_ talk," one of the medics said, "but I don't think I've ever heard of a _cat _that could do it."

I stared blankly at him. What was he talking about? I hadn't "almost" forced my voice into human speech. Had I? I shook my head. This day was getting weirder as the hours went by.

"I don't think she's any ordinary kitten," Cortana mused. "Try again."

"Flame." I felt nothing but the usual vibrations of my feline vocal cords. Nothing out of the ordinary. _Stop staring at me._

"Hmm," Cortana said. "Interesting." Her blue eyes shone thoughtfully. "What should I call you, then? Little Red?"

I hissed my displeasure.

"All right, all right." Cortana held her hands up. I didn't know what that meant. Maybe she was trying to calm me down? "What about Stripes?"

"Stripes?" I repeated. "Is that the best you can come up with?" There was no doubt in my mind that she had been made by humans. She wasn't very creative with this naming thing.

"We could call her Rocket," one of the younger medics suggested.

Rocket? What on Reach was wrong with these people?

"What about Autumn?" The suggestion came from the only female medic in the room. "She may have been born on Reach, but the _Autumn_ is her home now."

"Autumn," Cortana repeated. "I like it." She smiled at me. "Autumn it is."

~O~

So I was known as Autumn among the medics in what I learned was the "infirmary." It was different that the deck I had fallen on to. This deck was longer and wider, and there were two straight rows of white nests on either side. The humans called these "beds," and I was the only occupant in the place. I guess the other humans didn't need to recover from anything.

The human that had picked me up off the floor, as I found out later, came to see me every now and then. He seemed pleased that I was getting better every day he saw me. That was true. I wasn't as sore and my head was a lot clearer. I had already started walking around the bed, and by the third day I was running to the edge and back. The lead medic wouldn't let me down on the floor. I guess he wasn't sure I was ready for that yet.

Cortana and the Captain, whose full name was Captain Keyes, came to see me every so often, too. I think Cortana found me amusing. She watched me so closely I could feel her gaze burning into my fur. Captain Keyes mostly came to check up on me. He was starting to warm up to me a little, and that made me happy. I liked him. I liked them both.

The only being that hadn't crossed my mind in almost two days was Mom. There was a grate in the infirmary, but whenever I looked I never saw her there. I wondered if she watched me while I slept, or if she even came by at all. She hadn't come to get me after I fell and she hadn't come to see me the second night when the medics left me alone for a little while. Sometimes I wondered if she was angry with me for going too close to the grate. Other times I wondered if she was disappointed in me for having disobeyed her. Most times I wondered if she was just scared to get too close to the humans.

I suppose I could understand that, but at the same time I didn't know what she was so worried about. The humans hadn't hurt me at all so far. In fact, they had been nothing but kind to me. Whatever Mom had been worrying herself out of her fur about was beyond me.

On the night before my third day on deck I caught Mom's scent in the room from the vent. It was the first time in three days I had smelled her. I looked up toward the vent and saw her green eyes glittering from behind the grate.

"Mom."

Her eyes dimmed and lit as she nosed opened the grate. She jumped down from the opening with a grace I envied. She was a long, slim cat; she was tall and narrow. She wasn't sickly thin; it was just her body type. Her brown and cream pelt looked rougher than it normally was. I knew I had been gone a couple days, but I had always known Mom's fur to be smooth and well groomed. Now her pelt was messy and under-groomed.

"Flame." There was something about her voice that unsettled me. I caught a sour smell in the air from Mom's breath. She sounded relieved, upset, and defeated all in one word. "How are you feeling?"

"Much better," I said. "The medic says I'll be okay in another day or two. I can't wait to get out of here." I looked around the room to emphasize my point.

Mom chuckled. "The medic says," she repeated ominously as she leaped up onto the bed. "The medic says. Does he now?"

The fur along my spine stood up. The first thought to run through my mind was the consideration that Mom might be going mad. I nodded. "After the fall, I can understand everything the humans say," I told her. "They can't understand me, though. It gets annoying. Do you know they call me Autumn?"

Mom froze from the tips of her whiskers to the tip of her tail. "Ohhh…" She turned her head away from me and muttered something I couldn't hear. When she turned back to me, her eyes were worried. "You can understand them, then?"

I nodded slowly. Her tail tip twitched. She was silent for what seemed like a life time.

Finally, she sat down. "Flame," she said, "have I ever told you of our heritage?"

"No," I said. I bit back the words _You don't tell us much of anything._ I didn't want to upset her any more that she already was.

She wrapped her tail neatly over her paws. "You come from a long line of powerful cats, Flame," she said. "What you're experiencing, your ability to understand the humans, comes from your ancestors. It's not going away, Flame," she added. My stomach plummeted. I was getting used to understanding the humans, but at the same time I kept wondering when it was going to go away. So far it hadn't, and it had been two days.

"Ever?"

"Ever. I wasn't able to understand the humans until I was one year old. I suppose your fall activated it early." She licked the top of my head. The sour smell that wafted off her pelt made me want to pull away. "You have great power in you, Flame. You just don't know it yet." She hopped off the bed and in one graceful, powerful leap went back to the vent.

I watched her nose the vent into place and walk away. When she had gone I rolled over, shaking her mysterious words off. _My mom's going crazy_, I thought. _My mom's going absolutely crazy. _

~O~

Reef staggered as she made her way back to her nest. She stopped and leaned against the wall. A wave of nausea swept over her. Pain gripped her belly. She cringed.

_It's only a belly ache_, she told herself. _I'll be fine in the morning_. But she couldn't help but wonder if it was the Sickness. She had been warned that it would come after her when she denounced her power, but she hadn't believed it. She wondered if now it was coming to get her, if this was her punishment for letting her kit stray.

A sharp pain made her buckle and drop. _Oh, Plain of Fallen Warriors, where did I go wrong?_ She let the pain subside before she tried to stand again and hobble back to her nest.

_Only a belly ache, _she thought again. _Only a belly ache._


	4. Cortana

**Cortana**

* * *

><p>My conversation with Mom kept replaying itself over and over again in my head as the hours went by the next day. I paced around the bed, thinking. She'd acted so strange when she talked to me, like she was someone else who knew more about me than she was letting on. She had never talked to me or my siblings about our ancestors or our heritage. She never talked to us about a lot of things, like our father. I had my suspicions about Allvin, but for all I knew he was her brother. Just when I thought I knew who my mother was, something new about her popped up.<p>

_Your ability to understand humans comes from your ancestors. _That's what she'd said.

_So that's it_, I thought. _I'm going to be able to understand humans for the rest of my life. _Suddenly I wasn't so sure how I felt about that. It was useful, but at the same time I got tired of hearing their mindless chatter every minute of the day. I wasn't sure I'd ever get used to it.

I kept pacing. I had nothing else to do and the medic wouldn't let me down on the floor yet. I was hoping today would be the day I could finally leave the bed.

"Cortana," I called. She and I were trying to work out a way of understanding each other. All I had to do was try to talk to her, and she would do some complicated process with those sounds that I couldn't even begin to understand. She did so many things at once I wondered how she wasn't overwhelmed with it all. Maybe it came from practice?

She appeared on the stand next to the bed. "Hello, Autumn."

I huffed. I had lost count of the times I'd try telling her my name was Flame, not Autumn. "Flame," I tried for the umpteenth time. "Why don't you understand that? My name is Flame. _Flame_."

Cortana sighed. "I'm still working on matching your sounds to human speech," she said. "I know you're trying to tell me something. I just can't figure out what it is." She shook her head. "I should have been able to figure this out by now. No one made a translation program for cats because no one thought one would ever be needed. You know," she said, kneeling, "I don't like not knowing things."

"Welcome to my world," I grumbled. "My mom hardly tells me anything."

"Hmm," she said with a smile. "I can see we think alike." She glanced up at the vent. "I know your mother came to see you last night."

I hissed at her. She wasn't supposed to know that.

Again she did that gesture with her hands, that one where she held them up in front of her. "I know everything that goes on in the ship; don't get like that with me. Let me tell you something, Autumn, when she speaks Cat I understand her about as well as I understand you. She can speak Human, though, didn't you know that?"

I stared at her. _My mother could speak Human. Yes. Yes, I know. I'd seen her do it once._

~O~

_We had only been on the _Autumn_ a few days. I was watching the humans as usual while my siblings wrestled and rolled around on the floor. Mom was out searching for food scraps from the mess hall._

_I was watching the strange blue-red human from a grate that was further from the grate I normally watched the humans from. The lead human's companion had just finished a conversation with him. She watched him leave the hallway and looked as though she was about to disappear again when she spotted something. She turned and said something to whoever was in the hallway with her. I smelled food scraps and my paws went numb. What was Mom doing around the humans' companion?_

_I heard Mom purr and she came into view. There was a mess of what looked like chicken in her mouth. She dropped it at her paws and stood at the foot of the strange round table. She looked up at the strange human and began to speak. But the words that came from her mouth weren't words I understood. Mom wasn't speaking in Cat any more, but in Human._

_I backed away from the grate enough to shield my view of the floor, but I could still hear Mom talking. How was that possible? How could my mother speak Human? She didn't even want to be near the humans, yet here she was having a full conversation with one. My mother was a strange cat; there was no doubt in my mind about that._

_I crept forward. What was she saying? I shoved my ears forward, straining to understand, but the words meant nothing to me. They were nothing more than useless sounds._

My mother can speak Human. My mother can speak Human.

_I backed away from the grate again, this time completely. I had to get back to my siblings before Mom found out I was watching her. I would say nothing to the others, I decided. They didn't need to know. _

It will be my little secret, _I thought, and suddenly felt proud for knowing something my siblings didn't._

~O~

"Did you know that?" Cortana asked again.

I nodded.

Surprise flashed across Cortana's face. "I shouldn't be surprised that you can understand me," she said. "Your mother can, too, after all. It only makes sense that you have the same ability. Your brothers and sister probably can, too."

I hissed. "They can't do anything but fight and eat. They have nothing but fluff in their heads!" At the same time, I was irritated and worried that she knew about my siblings.

Cortana leaned back. "All right, all right. No need to get angry. I'm only suggesting. It would make sense, though, don't you think? That all four of you could do it? Unless your father couldn't speak to or understand humans. If he couldn't do either one, then who knows how the rest of your mother's kits will turn out. Did you know your father?"

I shook my head. Rat droppings, she talked a lot. Didn't anyone ever tell her to shut up? "Mom never talked about him. I did meet this cat once that Mom knew. His name was Allvin; he's the one who helped us get to the ship yard. He might be Mom's brother, but I feel like he could be my father. Did Mom ever mention him to you? _Allvin_." I tried to sound out the name for her. If Mom could speak Human, maybe I could, too.

"Allvin?" Cortana repeated. "Allvin? Is that it?"

I nodded excitedly. Finally, she was getting something! "_Allvin_."

Cortana smiled. "No, the name doesn't sound familiar. But I think you are your mother's daughter. Go on," she said. "Try something else. Try your name."

"Autumn" did sound easier to manage, the more I thought about it, but that wasn't my name. My name was Flame.

"_Flaaaame_," I tried.

Cortana's eyes were narrowed, as though she was concentrating hard, and she probably was. "Try again," she said. "One more time."

I guessed she was trying to make sense of my voice. I gave it another try. "_Flaame._"

"Flame!" she echoed, eyes wide. "Oh, Flame, that's your name isn't it? Flame?"

I chirped and nodded.

Cortana laughed. "Well, it's very nice to meet you, Flame! I haven't formally introduced myself yet, have I? I'm Cortana, the ship's AI. I run just about every system on the ship, mostly the weapons systems."

_Cortana_. Ooh, suddenly that sounded like a mouthful. "_Crrtana."_

She laughed again. "Close. Try again."

My whiskers twitched. The "C-O-R" half of her name didn't exactly agree with my vocal cords. I coughed and tried again. "_Corrtana._ _Cortana._"

"Yes!" Cortana smiled widely. "You did it!"

I purred loudly, proud of myself.

"Good," Cortana said. "Now you'll have something to keep you busy while you wait for the all-clear. Keep trying. You'll be talking as much as I do in no time!"

~O~

Cortana was right. I did have something to keep me busy now. For the rest of the day and well into the night I practiced my human speech. There were so many sounds in their language that just weren't found in cat speech. Cat was smoother; to the human ear there were lots of M's, R's, and O's. It was mostly a throaty language, with all the growling and whatnot. Human speech was rougher. In addition to the M's, R's, and O's, there were a lot of other sounds that were difficult for feline vocal cords to mange. I had the F and C sounds nailed pretty well, but the rest, not so much. I tried using words that I had heard before, like "medic" and "doctor."

It wasn't easy, though no one had ever said it would be. I practiced whenever the humans left me alone in the infirmary. I made sure to stay as quiet as possible, in case Mom decided to pay me another visit without my knowing. I highly doubt she would be impressed my developing ability, despite the fact that I shared it with her. There was just no pleasing that cat.

She didn't come back to see me again after that night. I wondered where she could have been, if she still watched me while I slept. I didn't catch any traces of her, other than the state ones on the bed, so it was a fair bet that she hadn't been in the infirmary again.

Though I wouldn't admit it to anyone, not even myself, the thought of that bothered me. How was I supposed to get back to them if I had no idea where they were? The scent trails were probably stale by now. Not to mention that I was now what the humans called a "security risk." I didn't really know what that meant, but I think it had something to do with putting others in danger.

If Mom thought I was a security risk, then she had bees in her brain. She was the one who went out every day to find scraps for the rest of us, and I'm sure she'd stopped more than once to strike up a conversation with Cortana. I fell out of a vent. There was a major difference between the two, and from where I was sitting I was sure Mom posed more of a threat to me and my siblings than I did to them.

But she hadn't come back to see me, so I couldn't argue that point with her.

The next day came and still there wasn't any sign of Mom. I decided to stop hoping she would ever turn up again, but something nagged at me that I couldn't quite put my paw on. It was the sour smell I'd caught on her the night she came to see me. She smelled sick, and maybe she was. Maybe that was the real reason she wasn't coming back. I wondered if maybe I should ask Cortana to hunt her down and check her over, like the medic had done for me.

Just as the thought came into my head, the medic came into the infirmary. Maybe that would be the day he cleared me. I was itching to get out of that bed and explore the rest of the ship, whatever my mom's misgivings were.

I sat straight and gave my chest fur a couple of licks. In the few days I had been there, I had learned that when a higher ranking officer was in the room, you had to make yourself presentable. I licked one paw and swiped it over my head.

The medic came over with a thick vent panel in hand, smiling as he looked at me and whatever was on that panel. I still didn't understand why the humans played around with those panels. Didn't they know that those were supposed to go in the vents and not in their hands for amusement? I flicked my tail, irritated. For all they had done for me, those humans were still ridiculous.

"Well, Autumn," the medic said, coming to stand by the bed, "your vitals are stable and there's no sign of a concussion. You're all set to go." He reached out to touch my head.

Hissing, I swiped a paw at him, claws out. He didn't have the right to touch me. I don't care if he did take care of me, I didn't want his hands on me anymore than they needed to be.

He snatched his hand back. "All right, all right. Just be careful when you jump down." He left the panel on a table as he turned and left

_Jump down?_ I felt a rush of energy. Finally, I could get down off this lousy bed! No more shuffling around on this awful squishy surface! I jumped down from the bed with a whoop that turned into a surprised hiss. The floor was colder under my paws than I'd thought. And really shiny. I could almost see my reflection when I looked down.

I stretched. It was good to be back on solid ground! As I shook myself out, Cortana appeared on the same stand she always did when she came to visit me. Now, though, I had to look up to see her. She looked a lot farther away now than she did before.

"Hello, Flame," she said. She had to look down at from where she was. We weren't on equal footing anymore. "I'm guessing the medic cleared you if you're down there." She smiled. "You must be happy to be out of that bed, huh?"

"You know it!" I meowed. She still couldn't understand me, and I didn't feel like testing my human speech with her just yet.

"And how's your Human coming along?"

I grumbled. I didn't want to try this yet. So I gave her the simplest answer I could manage: "_Okay._"

She tipped her head. "Just 'okay?' Not 'good' or 'great.'"

"_No_." That was another easy one I'd mastered in a short time. The "n" sound was really weird on my tongue. It was almost like I had to scrape something off the roof of my mouth that wasn't there.

"Hmm. Maybe you'll have better luck next time."

I grunted in reply.

Luckily Cortana didn't press me, and I was relieved at that. And then I heard, "The Captain wants to see you," and I thought I was going to lose all of my fur right then and there.

I looked up at her. My paws were shaking and I could feel the fur along my spine stand up. "_Why?"_

Cortana smiled gently. "Relax," she said. "It's nothing bad. He just wants to meet you."

_Oh._ I nodded.

"Come on," she said. "You'll be all right."

The tone of her voice made me believe I was safe. If she'd made sure I'd gotten this far, then she'd probably make sure I got even further.

So I headed for the only doorway out of the infirmary. I jumped, hissed, and ducked behind the nearest object when the doors hissed opened when I got too close. I had heard the sound before, but it was worse up close. I could've sworn the doors were trying to eat me.

"Don't worry, they don't bite." I heard Cortana's voice from somewhere above me…or maybe she was next to me…or below me. I didn't know. Her voice sounded close and far away at the same time. How was that possible? I looked around for the source of her voice, but found none. It was like she was talking to me from the walls.

"I'll explain later," she said. "Now come on. Don't keep the Captain waiting."

~O~

Cortana had to guide me to the bridge from wherever she was in the ship. It wasn't hard to follow her directions, but I was distracted. More than once I was sure I'd picked up Mom's scent in the hall or wafting down from the air vent. And then I thought I could feel a pair of eyes burning into my fur from the air vent, but whenever I turned to look there was no one there and there was no scent.

She said I was halfway there was I felt like someone was staring at me again. I whipped around, looking for the nearest grate, and found it just above my head. I was scared that when I looked up I was going to find a pair of crazed, sickness-stricken green eyes staring down at me and a half-starved, drooling brown cat behind them. I let out a sigh of relief when I saw nothing of the kind, but I still couldn't shake the feeling of being watched.

"_Cortana_," I called softly. There were humans all around me, some coming, some going, and I had stopped in the middle of the corridor, right where another one started. I didn't want them to hear me. "_I' som'one wa'ching me?_" It was the longest sentence of Human I had ever spoken, even if it was broken and far from perfect. I wasn't used to those sounds just yet.

There was a long period of silence before Cortana answered. "No," she said. "There was movement there, but whoever it was didn't stay long."

I relaxed a little and went on, but I still couldn't resist looking back to see who had been passing over the grate.

~O~

Badger let out a low hiss of anger. Even if the humans hadn't heard Flame, he had. Those sounds coming out of her mouth, those weren't…_natural_. It wasn't any language he knew himself, but he knew it wasn't Cat. His sister was speaking Human. _Of all the no good things! She has to go and learn to speak Human!_ He shook his head, disappointed and angry. Mom wasn't going to be happy. _If she finds out. She's sick enough as it is, she doesn't need this, too._

He padded back to their nest in the side compartment of the vent. Wasp and Lark crouched at the edge of the nest, their mother splayed out on her side. Her coat had begun to lose its usual shine and her breathing was beginning to grow ragged. She reeked of something sour. He wrinkled his nose at the smell.

Wasp stood when Badger came around the corner. Lark stayed where she was, but looked his way.

"Where is she?" Wasp asked.

"She's gone," Badger spat. "You only have one sister now." He ignored the shock expressions on his siblings' faces as he brushed by them and settled down in his own nest in one corner of the compartment.

"What do you mean she's gone?" Wasp hopped over to him. "Flame was fine three days ago!"

Badger rolled his eyes. _Idiot, why are you so worried?_ "She's speaking Human, fuzz-brain. I heard her with my own ears. She's _gone_." He didn't understand why his brother was so concerned about Flame. She'd made her choice when she left them to go dump herself over the edge of air vent. _Stupid flea-bag._

Wasp recoiled, shocked. Behind him, Lark let out a low hiss of disbelief. Then the yellow tabby shook his head.

"But that doesn't mean she's gone," he said. "It just means she has a new ability."

Badger jumped to his paws, snarling, fur on end. "What it means, furball, is that our sister has made her decision to go live with the humans instead of staying where she was supposed to and following Mom's rules! She's as good as dead, Wasp, and you know it. Listen," he hissed, pushing his face into his brother's, "don't you dare say a word about this to Mom. If she hears, we're all dead. Got it?"

Wasp nodded numbly, too stunned to argue anymore.

"Good." Badger turned and stalked back to his nest. His head ached so much he thought it was going to split down the middle. Between his idiot sisters, his idiot brother, and his sick mother, it was a wonder he got any sleep or peace at all. Was he going to have to be his family's guide forever?

_One day I won't have to hold their paws anymore_, he mused. _And then maybe I can get some real sleep around here. Bunch of lousy bug-brains._


	5. The Captain

**The Captain**

* * *

><p>Cortana directed me to what she called the "bridge" of the ship. It was a big open area that had lots of colorful screens and chairs lined up on the walls around the outside. There was a hallway that went off to one side and a big window on a wall that separated the rest of the floor from the ledge. I looked around the area, wondering why it seemed so familiar. I felt for some reason that I had been there before, and found the closed vent grate that overlooked the space near the chairs that lined the wall. It dawned on me: I had fallen into this room from that very grate. Who would have guessed that I'd fallen right onto the bridge?<p>

The Captain was at one of the wall stations, leaning over a man's shoulder and looking at something I couldn't see. I padded further into the room and sat down on the floor, by the wall cutting off the drop from the ramp, and waited patiently for the Captain to finish what he was doing. I checked the vent grates occasionally, still unable to shake the feeling of being watched. I looked around, wondering if these humans had any idea they were periodically looked in on by a small family of cats hiding out in the grate. Had they ever gotten the feeling they were being watched, or were they so preoccupied with their work that they didn't think anything of it?

They really were pretty oblivious.

Maybe that was why Captain Keyes was the Captain, and not anyone else. He seemed to be on top of things, always aware of everything that was going on. As far as I knew, there was never any kind of issue among his people and to me they all seemed relatively content to work with him.

Again I thought of Allvin and wondered how he and his cats had faired in the destruction of Reach.

"_Cortana, wha' happe'n'd to…_" "Reach" wasn't a word I had mastered just yet. "_Home?_"

I heard her sigh. "Reach was glassed, Flame."

"_What?_" That was a term I hadn't heard before, not even in snippets of conversations between other crew members. It made a knot form in my stomach, and I had the feeling it meant I was never going to see Reach again. Or at least, not the way I remembered it.

"It was glassed," she repeated. "The Covenant burned the surface until there was nothing left alive."

_Nothing left alive. _That meant Allvin was gone. His cats were gone. The group hadn't made it off the planet in time. I thought I was going to be sick. I had never known I would worry so much about a cat I had only known for such a short amount of time.

"_Nothing?_"

There was a silence before Cortana answered. "Nothing. I'm sorry, Flame."

I didn't know what made me feel sicker: knowing that Allvin and his group were dead, or knowing that my family and I could have just as easily been among the dead as Allvin. I couldn't stop the uncontrollable shaking in my muscles.

There was a hollow hiss as Cortana appeared on the stand near a colorful wall across from where I sat. I could see worry in her eyes. "Are you all right, Flame?"

I forced a nod. I would be, in time, once I got over the shock. But I had no home to go back to and the only friend of my family was gone. I wondered if Mom knew.

"Are you sure?"

I didn't feel all right by any means, but I nodded anyway. I could always talk to Cortana later, when I wasn't with the Captain. But I did have one question. "_Cortana?_"

"Yes?"

"_What's…?_" What was the word she'd used? Covenant? "_What's the…the…Co…Cov…Cov'n…?_"

"Covenant?" she finished for me.

I nodded. _Yes, thank you!_ There were sounds in that word I didn't have a name for. That one was going to take some time to get right, let alone pronounce as all together.

But instead of answering my question directly, Cortana sighed. "We'll get there," she said. "We'll talk after you've seen the Captain."

I grumbled. That was going to take _forever_. The Captain was still looking over the colorful marks on the screen, this time of the human next to the first one. What could be happening that was taking so long? Did it have something to do with this "Covenant?" Maybe.

Finally the Captain turned away from whatever he was looking at and turned around to us, first looking to Cortana, then to me. I noticed again that he seemed overly tired, sort of like Mom did after a long day of dealing with me and my siblings' antics.

"Captain Keyes," Cortana said, "this is Flame."

I smiled a little at him, and for a moment I thought I saw him give me a little smile in return. But it was gone before I could know for sure.

"Flame?" he asked, to Cortana. "The last I heard, the medics were calling her Autumn."

"They were," Cortana affirmed. "But little Flame told she'd like to be called something else." At a confused look from the Captain, Cortana explained my new ability to speak Human. It wasn't in those exact words, of course, but she was at least discreet enough about it that the rest of the humans on the deck didn't turn around. When she finished, Captain Keyes looked down at me with an expression that told me he was questioning Cortana's sanity. I blinked at him, but didn't speak. Did he want me to say something?

Instead, the Captain Keyes ran one hand thoughtfully over his mouth and asked, "Is that true, Flame?" He said it with uncertainty. Unlike the medics and Cortana, he wasn't used to talking to me directly. He never had when he came to check on me, though it never bothered me.

I looked up at Cortana for some sort of advice. I knew I didn't need to, but it was almost like a reflex. Like I needed to know she was _there_.

She smiled gently. "Go on."

I looked to the Captain again, blinked, and answered slowly and uncertainly, "_Yessir._" It came out as one word instead of two, but that was the best I could manage for the time being.

Surprise came and went on the Captain's face. He shook his head and looked to address Cortana. "Cortana, you know that when we get back to earth, the scientists will want to see her—"

"No," Cortana interrupted, her voice low but urgent. "With all due respect, sir, you can't let that happen. They'll destroy her."

_Destroy me?_ _Scientists? _I could speak Human, but what interest was that of any other humans? My stomach turned as I realized that Mom may have been right after all, and humans were more dangerous than I thought. If they were willing to do who-knew-what to me because I could verbally communicate with them, who knew what else they were capable of?

I had sudden images of my fur being anywhere but my body running through my head.

Out of impulse, I jumped up onto Cortana's stand and crouched behind her. Captain Keyes wouldn't really let that happen, would he?

"I know," Captain Keyes finished evenly, though I could see in his eyes that he was slightly irritated that Cortana had interrupted him. "I'm well aware of that. For the time being I'd like to keep her with us. When we reach Earth, I'll make sure she stays with us."

I felt myself relax. If I could have, I would have pushed my head into Cortana's side.

"What are we going to do with her in the mean time?" Cortana asked. "I doubt she'd want to go back to the vents now." And that was true; I didn't. I'd spent too long away from the suffocating confines of the vents to want to go back now. There was so much more room down here than there was up there, and it was brighter and even warmer. I didn't have to hide from anyone down here, not like I did when I was back in the vents. And even if I did decide to go back, I was a liability to my family. They knew I was there, not to mention that Cortana already knew about Mom, and there was nothing to stop the humans from poking their heads into the vents to see if there were any other cats roaming around. I wasn't even sure that Mom would take me back, and I doubted that any of my siblings would ever want to see my pelt in their home ever again. I was better off where I was, as long as Captain Keyes would have me.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw her arm came up, and only a few seconds later felt was seemed like something cold and even prickly running through the fur on my head. The fur on my back stood up. I titled my head to one side, only tolerant of the feeling for so long, especially when I thought there was something poking through my skull and into my brain. To my surprise, I found Cortana's arm crossed over my neck, and it dawned on me that she was actually _touching my head_. I couldn't tell if she knew she was doing it, or if it was just a reaction and she wasn't really thinking about it. Which was odd, because she seemed to think about a lot of things at once.

"_Cortana_?" I looked up at her, and when she looked down at me the realization at what she was doing crossed her face. She drew her arm back with what looked like regret in her eyes.

If Captain Keyes noticed the exchange while he thought, he didn't say anything. He ran his hand over his mouth again and answered finally, "In the meantime, she can stay with Lieutenant Miles, if he agrees. I'll set that up with him as soon as possible."

My ears went up. Lieutenant Miles. That was the name of the man who had taken me to the infirmary that first day. He was the same man who had come to see me every day after when he could. He seemed nice, and he liked me, and I kind of liked him. It couldn't be that bad.

Cortana smiled. "And while you do that, I'd like to take our little friend here on a tour of the _Autumn_. If, of course, you have no objections, sir?"

For a moment the Captain looked hesitant to let me wander around the ship, but when an unexpected growl came from my stomach, he raised an eyebrow. "I suppose that wouldn't be a bad idea." And when another growl came from my stomach, Cortana smiled at me.

"Why don't we start with the mess hall?"

~O~

The mess hall was something I was familiar with in name, but not in vision. Mom had talked about going to the mess hall a few times when she went out looking for food, but nothing more. I never knew what it looked like, or where it was. I had never seen it in my adventures alone in the vents. I'd made sure to stay close enough to our nest that Mom wouldn't panic if she found me gone.

I didn't know what I thought the mess hall might look like, but I wasn't sure it was anything like the room Cortana brought me to. It reminded me a lot of the infirmary with all the space it had, only without all the beds, and it was wider. There was a barrier up on one side of the room, near the door, with a railed ledge that hung out over the top. A few of the Captain's men stood at the far end of it with gray panels. I couldn't see what was on them, but I could smell it. I didn't have a name for anything they were eating, but something smelled a lot like the chicken Mom sometimes brought back for us. The men left the rail and went to sit at a round table in the middle of the room with a few others.

Looking at all the space and the crewmembers that occupied it made me feel lost without Cortana. I didn't know where to go or what to do, and I didn't think those men would be as accepting of me as the Captain and Cortana had been. So I stood by the door and watched, trying to find someone I might have recognized. But all the faces in the room were new to me.

"_Um…Cortana_?"

"Right here."

There was the familiar hiss as she appeared on a stand next to the door. I jumped up to join her.

"What's wrong?" she asked. "I thought you were hungry?"

I was, but I was also scared and confused. I crouched down and looked up at her. How did I get the idea of "scared and confused" across to her when I didn't know how to put that into words just yet?

"I don't know what to do," I said, in Cat. I knew she wouldn't understand, but Cat was easier for me then than Human. I blinked, hoping she would understand.

She seemed to, thankfully. "Don't worry. I already told the kitchen staff we had a potential new crewmember joining us." She laughed. "They didn't seem too surprised. I'm guessing they're used to seeing your mother around, hmm?"

I straightened up a little. I wasn't all that surprised that they might have known about me. I'd all the time that Mom had been coming to the mess hall for food for the rest of us. I'd just never known how she'd gotten it. Irritation pricked at my paws. I wondered just how long Mom had been playing nice with the "kitchen staff" while my siblings and I were in hiding.

"Go on," Cortana said, nodding toward the rail. "They already know. I'll be right here if you need me."

_Okay._ I jumped down from the stand and went to the rail. The metal was cold under my paws. I searched for someone behind the counter, and as I did I caught a glimpse of yellow that was the tip of my brother's tail disappearing behind the doorway into a back room.

"Wasp?"

Wasp didn't answer. Or come back.

Why was Wasp down on the ground floor? He should have been back up in the vent, where Mom wanted him, not wandering around the _Pillar of Autumn._ If he was, then he was either looking for me or there was something else going on. Whatever the case, it couldn't have been good.

"Hello there!"

"_Rrreerrow!"_

The voice caught me off guard. I screeched and jumped, nearly losing my balance on the rail. One of my legs slipped through the space in between the bars. I caught myself with my other leg before my jaw could slam down on the metal bars. I somehow managed to regain my balance and get myself together enough to finally look at the man talking to me. "Haaiii!" My hello came out as a breathless mix between Cat and Human that at least _sounded_ close to the Human word.

"Are you all right?" The man leaned over the counter to check on me.

I forced the fur on my spine to lay flat and gave my chest fur a couple of licks. "_Fffiiine._" If the word came out irritated and angry, I didn't mean it to. I was still trying to catch my breath after my near-fall.

I didn't know if the man believed me, but he seemed to take the answer without pushing me. I wondered if Cortana had told them about my limited ability to speak Human. I licked my fur again, throwing a glance over my shoulder at the rest of the mess hall. They were all caught up in their own conversations, but from the way some of them looked at me, I was sure they'd all seen.

"Are you hungry?" The question drew my attention away from the rest of the mess hall and back to the man behind the counter. I nodded.

He muttered something I couldn't hear and turned away to poke around at something under the counter. I frowned, wondering if he was ignoring me, but within a couple minutes he popped back up with a round, pushed in gray panel with something in it that was almost the color of my fur. It wasn't anything I ever remembered Mom coming back with.

I tipped my head and looked up at him.

"It's fish."

_Fish? _That was a new one. I followed him to a nearby table, where he set the bowl down and stepped back to let me sniff it. It didn't smell like anything else I knew. Was it okay to eat? I looked to Cortana She only smiled at me.

_Must be okay, then. _I took one piece and chewed it slowly, and before I knew it I was down to two pieces of light-red _fish_ in the bottom of the curved panel. I had to force myself to stop. I was still hungry, but maybe the guy who gave it to me wanted some? I'd always had to share food with my siblings. I didn't see any reason not to share it with this guy. After all, he'd been nice enough to get it for me. I nudged the curved panel toward him.

He shook his head. "It's all yours."

I blinked slowly. _If you insist._ But instead of eating the last two pieces, I scooped them up in my mouth and brought them over to Cortana. She leaned back a little and stared at me.

I dropped the fish at her feet and gave them a nudge toward her. She still looked at me like she didn't know what to do with them. Which I thought was odd, because Cortana seemed to know everything.

Finally she laughed and patted me on the head. I recoiled a little. Why did she suddenly insist on touching me so much? It might have been a reflex, but that didn't make it any more pleasant.

"You're very cute, Flame," she said, smiling. "I appreciate the offer, but I don't need it." She looked down at herself for emphasis. "I don't eat what you do."

I didn't know what that meant. If she didn't want the fish all she had to do was say so. I nudged it toward her one more time. "_You sure?_"

"I'm sure."

So I gulped down the last two pieces of fish without hesitation. I swiped my tongue around my teeth, looked up at Cortana, and leaned forward to touch my nose to hers as best I could. I had to judge the distance carefully so I didn't go falling forward and push my face through hers. I didn't think there could be anything worse than falling straight through the Captain's companion.

"All right," she said. "Where should we go next?"

~O~

Cortana showed me around the rest of the ship, or at least the parts she said I was going to need to know. And that was fine with me. I didn't need to know every inch of the ship. I already had a lot to remember already, like where the mess hall was, where the latrine was, and where Lieutenant Miles's quarters were.

"And speaking of Lieutenant Miles," Cortana said, "his shift should just be ending now. Give me a minute to check with the Captain."

There was a moment of silence while Cortana checked. I moved back against the wall, out of the way of passersby.

"Yes," she confirmed. "His shift just ended. He's waiting on the bridge for us. Do you remember how to get there?"

My whiskers twitched. She was testing me. I didn't really remember the way back, but if I could trace my own scent all the way back I could do it. Why not test Cortana, then, and see if she could tell the difference between me using my memory and me using my scent trail?

I nodded.

"All right, then, you lead the way."

So I did. I followed my scent back to the elevator and had to really rack my brain to remember which floor we had gotten on from. From there it was easy for me to follow my trail back past the mess hall, up another elevator, and on the path to the bridge.

In a way I pitied the humans, because if they couldn't remember how to get around the ship, they couldn't follow their own scent anywhere. Their noses just weren't good enough.

When I entered the bridge, I found Captain Keyes and Lieutenant Miles waiting for me. Behind them was Cortana, smiling at me with what I thought might have been pride. I couldn't tell if she knew I had used my nose or if she thought I had actually memorized my way back. I'd have to ask her later.

I went and sat in front of the Captain and Lieutenant Miles. The Lieutenant was younger than Captain Keyes by…a lot, it looked like. His hair was brown, like Mom's but darker, and his eyes were blue, like Badger's. He just _looked _younger, too. His face was smoother than the Captain's. He was nice, though, and he had always been happy whenever he came to see me while I was still in the infirmary. It had been nice to have some company that wasn't the doctors or medics.

I only wondered if he'd gotten the memo that my name was Flame, not Autumn.

He crouched down to get closer to my level. "Hi, Flame."

Okay, so he had, Maybe a little late, though, he still looked like he wanted to call me Autumn.

"_Hi_."

That surprised him. He leaned back a little, apparently not having been told that I could speak to him. And if he had, it still probably came as a surprise.

"Are you feeling better?"

I nodded.

I heard Cortana laugh softly from behind him. "She found her way back to the bridge all by herself."

I nodded again, thankful that Cortana was capable of spewing that mouthful, because I wasn't. Not yet, anyway.

"Really?" Miles asked, looking from Cortana to me. He smiled at me. "Was it hard?"

I gave him a one-shouldered shrug. "_Not rrreally."_ I glanced at Cortana, who raised one hand and tapped her nose discreetly. I scowled at her. _How'd she know?  
><em>

But she only smiled at me. I had a feeling we'd be talking about this later.

_Cheater._

Captain Keyes looked at Cortana too, but she only gave him the same look she'd given me, just a little softer because he was the Captain.

Miles either noticed the exchange or didn't, but I couldn't tell. "Well, I'm off right now. Why don't I show you my quarters?"

"_Okay_." I let him go first, after he stood and saluted Captain Keyes, then went after him, only to get halfway down the ramp and realize that I hadn't saluted the Captain when I left. I ran back, gave him a quick and hopefully neater salute than it felt, and ran back to meet Miles at the bottom of the ramp.

~O~

I was already familiar with the way to Miles's quarters because Cortana had already shown me how to get there. But it was still nice to get a refresher, because I hadn't fully committed the route to memory yet.

I followed Miles into his quarters, and was immediately reminded of the vents. The room was completely gray, and it was small, and if it hadn't been for a bed, some other four-legged object, and a tall, boxy object that looked like an upward vent, I would have thought I was in a larger version of the vents I had left.

"So this is it," he said. "Not much, but it's home. Or, as close to home as it can get."

I kind of knew the feeling, since my home was gone—_glassed_, Cortana said—but even so I hadn't been there long enough to be as connected to it as Miles was.

When he turned to go into a small area to the right, I noticed a small brown box next to his bed. It was filled with soft stuff, like the stuff that had been on the beds in the infirmary. I went close to it and sniffed it as best I could without getting too close.

He poked his head out of the littler room. "That's for you," he said. "I hope you don't mind. You can always sleep on the bed if you want."

"_Th's is good_," I answered. I went closer and pressed one paw into the center of the nest. It was soft, and it felt comfortable.

In no time at all, I was inside and curled up as tight as possible. I was comfortable for a while, until I noticed my pelt felt hot and prickly. I squirmed, irritated, and after a while the feeling went away. It was probably just the new blankets. They were thicker than the ones in the infirmary. I'd be fine.

But I still felt a little sick as I drifted to sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>I am so sorry I've been away at this for so long. Things came up, things happened, and here we are. I'm still working on this (and still getting over the fact that Cortana is officially off her rocker, courtesy of Halo 5). And to appease those of you following this: I now have a solid update schedule!<strong>

**Yep, that's right! I have days you can expect an update for _FLAME_. Here goes:**

January 7, February 28, March 19, April 13, May 8, June 12, July 21, August 17, September 19, October 20, November 7, December 11

**They're all dates taken from important events from the Halo universe. Today (December 11) is the day the war ended, and the day Miranda Keyes died. Give me at least two days before and/or after to get the chapters up. Sometimes things happen and I can't get to it right then.  
><strong>

**And there's enough space in between that I can write the next chapter! :D If you have any questions, comments, concerns about anything, PM me or message me on tumblr (Dragon-of-DC)!  
><strong>

**I am also realizing slowly-and painfully, but realizing nonetheless- that Flame is going to have to hang out with Cortana and company on the G_ettysburg_ after the crap shoot on Installation 04 before she gets a little down time on the _Cairo Station_. I had not been planning on that, but...look forward to it, I guess.**


	6. Family Matters

**Family Matters  
><strong>

* * *

><p>Wasp felt bad about not stopping for his sister. But with Reef as sick as she was and Badger growing grumpier by the minute, he couldn't afford to be late getting back home. Lately, he had been the one going out to steal food from the kitchen in the mess hall, while Badger and Lark stayed in the nest and took care of Reef. He hadn't minded at first, but this was becoming an every time occurrence, and he was getting tired of it.<p>

_Why can't Badger go out for once in his life? He'd blend in better than I would, anyway._

Not that it mattered, since everyone was apparently aware that the small family was living in the vents. The kitchen staff had been more than welcoming, if a bit surprised, when they had seen Wasp. They clearly hadn't known about Reef's children. But Wasp's colors were rather conspicuous—gold, almost bright yellow, and solid black stripes—as opposed to Badger's grays and blacks that fit better with the gray of the walls. Wasp stuck out like a sore dewclaw.

He paused to readjust his hold on the food he was carrying. The mass of chicken in his mouth was heavier than he liked. He could feel the strain of it on his neck and in his jaws, just trying to hold onto it. He'd tripped over it more than once.

Badger was definitely on food duty next time.

Wasp shuffled back to the nest, the chicken dragging between his front legs, and was surprised to see his mother lying on her stomach and licking her matted fur in what was probably days. He went and dropped the chicken near the nest.

"There, I went and got food. _Again_." He stared hard at Badger, hoping his older brother would take the hint. But Badger just narrowed his eyes. Wasp ripped off a piece of the chicken and placed it in front of his mother. "Feeling better, Mom?"

Reef paused mid-lick. "Better than I have been." There was still a sour smell coming off her breath, and Wasp could almost see her ribs and what looked like a bug bite on her side, but she sounded stronger and her eyes were brighter.

Wasp stalked over to his brother. "We'll talk about this later," he grumbled. He turned and sat down, folding his tail neatly over his paws.

"How is Flame?"

Wasp drove his claws into the floor. Beside him, Badger tensed, and further down, Lark's eyes widened.

"I don't know," Wasp answered, glancing at Badger, who did. "I haven't seen her."

Reef's tail tip flicked, her eyes narrowed unconvincingly. "I may be sick, but I'm not foolish. How is she?"

Wasp's pelt burned with shame. He should have expected his mother to know more than she let on. She always did, somehow. "She's fine," he answered in spite of his siblings. "She was in the mess hall while I was leaving. I didn't stop to talk to her because I had to drag back that mass of chicken." He shot Badger another glare.

"I'm not oblivious, either," Reef hissed gently. "Badger, I'd like to see you go out later, seeing as your brother has done it so many times for you before."

Badger tensed further.

"Lark, dear, why don't you go with him?"

When Lark frowned, Reef added, "I appreciate your concern, but I don't need you worrying constantly."

Badger nodded towards Wasp. "And what's _he_ going to do?"

Reef's eyes narrowed. "He and I have some things to talk about."

Wasp's heart rose to his throat. He forced it down, reminding himself that this was his mother and he hadn't done anything wrong.

_She probably just wants to talk about Flame._

That seemed to be all his family talked about these days.

When Badger and Lark reluctantly went out on their food expedition, Wasp was lying near his mother with his head on his paws. He wasn't looking forward to this conversation, as light as it might be.

He raised his head once he was sure his siblings were gone. "What do we need to talk about, Mom?"

"Your sister."

_So I was right. She obviously doesn't mean Lark._

"What about her?"

Reef rolled over to face him. "Did she sound all right?"

Wasp shrugged. "Yeah. Why, is there something wrong with her?"

One of Reef's ears twitched. "No, nothing you should be worried about."

Wasp flicked his tail. He knew Badger had told him not to bring it up, but since Reef seemed to be so open about Flame, he didn't see any reason not to.

"Badger said he heard her speaking Human the other day."

Reef's pupils narrowed. Wasp knew he had struck a chord. "I suppose I should have expected that," she sighed after a moment of silence. "I wonder what surprise she'll have in store for me next."

Those words were uttered more to herself than to Wasp. They were all it took from him to realize that his mother was not the cat he thought she was. In fact, he knew so little about her. She had never told them anything about her own family, about her kithood, or anything about _what the hell was going on with his sister._ How long were they supposed to live in the dark, while Reef lived in secrecy? What was it she wasn't telling them?

"There's something you're not telling us," he blurted. And once the words were out, he couldn't stop. "Flame can speak Human, she can _understand_ Human. Can you do it? Can I do it? Can any of us do it? You don't tell us anything about our family!"

"And there's a very good reason for that," Reef snapped. But she didn't elaborate, and that only made Wasp angrier.

"What is it?"

His mother's expression softened. "If I was to explain, I would need all of you here. Including your sister. And I don't think she's willing to come back here, as much as I wish she would."

_That, or you just don't want to tell us._

Wasp subconsciously pushed his claws into the surface of the vent. His paws prickled with anger, hot and sharp, like electricity running through his pads. He retracted his claws, realizing what he was doing. That feeling wasn't very comfortable. He glanced down at his paws, half-expecting to find something unusual, but there was nothing different. When he looked back up at Reef, she was watching him carefully, as though she expected him to burst into flames or make sparks just by swinging his tail. All at once it made him uncomfortable and all the more sure that he needed to get Flame up there if they were ever going to find out what was going on in their family.

"What?"

Reef blinked slowly. "Nothing. You seem rather annoyed, is all."

"Yeah, a little." _A little _might have been an understatement. But it was all Wasp wanted to give right now. His mother was sick, and the least he could do for her was to water down his irritation.

Reef didn't answer.

Wasp sighed. "I'll try to get Flame back here, but just for a little while. If I can do that, you have to promise me you won't make her stay, because we both know she won't."

There was a tense moment before Reef answered. "I'll agree to that." She smiled ruefully. "I couldn't make Flame stay before. There's nothing I can do to make her stay now."

~O~

There were two things I noticed when I woke up next: I felt better, and Lieutenant Miles was gone. I hadn't heard him get up or leave and he hadn't woken me up to let me know he was going. I guess he wanted to let me sleep for a while.

I stretched, shaking a flake of soft stuff off my tail, and hopped out of the box.

The lights were on and maybe a little brighter than they had been before. It was easier to make out the room and everything that was in it. It was all gray, for starters, and the four-legged gray thing that was pushed up against one wall had a large, flat surface that wasn't unlike the vent panels, except that it was a little bigger. There wasn't much on it, and if there was, I couldn't see it from down there.

Next to that was the tall boxy gray thing that went all the way up to the ceiling. It looked like there was a door on it, but I didn't think I could open it by myself. And even if I could, Miles' personal things were in there and that wasn't for me to see.

I hopped on to the bed, just making it by a whisker, and sat down near the edge. It reminded me all too much of the bed in the infirmary. Still, it gave me a better view of the room from up there than I had from down there, so I couldn't complain too much. There wasn't very much to see though—and there still wasn't anything on the top of the large, four-legged panel—so I jumped down and headed for the hall.

My scent trail from earlier had nearly vanished in the constant back-and-forth of the other humans. It was so faint I didn't think I'd be able to find my way to the mess hall on my own. It looked like I was going to have to commit the route to memory after all.

I started off down the hall.

Cortana met me at the elevator. "Good morning, Flame," she smiled. "How did you sleep last night?"

"_Good_," I said. I didn't mention that I'd felt sick. I felt fine now. And Cortana would just worry over me if I told her.

"Good. Where are you off to?"

"_Mess hall_."

She tilted her head with a smile that annoyed me. "Do you remember how to get there?"

I scowled at her. We both knew I didn't, but at least she wasn't gloating about it.

"Do you want me to show you?"

I nodded.

Once again, she directed me to the mess hall, and as she did, I made sure I took note of where I was on how I'd gotten there.

Cortana dropped me off outside the mess hall and went up toward the bridge. Apparently the Captain needed her to check a few things out, but she would be back to check on me later.

I left her to her business, whatever that was exactly, and went into the mess hall.

I immediately paused in the door way. There were more people in here than there had been last time. Every seat was just about filled by uniformed humans, and the ones that weren't were going to be. The human behind the counter who had spooked me the last time was busy dishing out some food or another to the people at the counter. I hadn't even known there were that many people on the _Autumn_. No one had told me there were that many people on the Autumn.

It was one thing when there were only a few people in the room, like there had been last time, but this…there were more people here than I liked. I looked over my shoulder for Cortana at the stand by the door. She wasn't there.

_Of course she had to be at the bridge right now. _

I was on my own. I didn't even know anyone in the room.

_Great._

With a sigh, I headed over and hopped up onto the counter. Might as well do it the way everyone else was. No need to draw any more attention to myself than I already was. I could see some of the soldiers looking over at me, leaning forward to whisper to each other and directing their slim gray four-pointed sticks in my direction. I flattened my ears, ignoring them, and shuffled forward in line. I caught a glimpse of the pink stuff—_fish_—that I had eaten before. A tiny warmth of rush through my fur made me question how good that fish really was, or if it was making me sick and had given me a little fever the night before.

A fever I still hadn't told anyone I had, not even Cortana, and she was the one who apparently knew more than she ever let on. I debated it as I slowly made my way down the line, who I would tell first if that fish made me sick again: Captain Keyes or Cortana. One way or another I knew something was going to get done about it, it was just a matter of who would get it done faster.

I shrugged. Well, as long as something got done, what could one more bowl of fish hurt? I picked the bowl up from the guy behind the counter and carried it through the crowded mess hall to a window ledge on the other side in back corner on the other side of the room. I had a decent view of space from there, though I chose not to look out too much. As much as I liked it view, there was something about space that unsettled me. It was the thought of falling and not being able to stop.

I shook off the thought and dug into the bowl of fish.

I was close to halfway through with it when a heard a hiss above me.

A grate not much bigger than me was screwing into the side of the vent. On the other side of that was Wasp's face. "_Psst!"_

"Wasp?" I looked around at the crowded mess hall. One cat was enough, how were they going to react when they saw two? I looked up at Wasp. "What are you going here?"

He forced his way through the grate and landed on the ledge with more grace than I expected. He ran a paw over the black-tipped tuft of fur on his forehead. "I'm here to see you, duh." He nodded to the bowl. "You gonna finish that?"

"What?" I stared at him in disbelief. "No, have it. Why are you here?"

Wasp forced a mouthful of fish into one cheek. "I just said—"

"Yeah, I get that," I interrupted. "But why?"

He gulped it down and swiped his tongue around his gums. "Mom wants to talk to us. _All _of us."

"About what?"

"Dunno." Wasp took another mouthful of fish. "Said she had some family stuff to tell us. Didn't go into much detail after that."

I scoffed. It'd certainly taken her long enough to get around to it. All she'd told me that night in the infirmary was that we came from a long line of powerful cats, and that my ability to speak to and understand humans wasn't going away any time soon. Or at all, really.

"Well that doesn't surprise me," I huffed. "When was she planning on having this little talk with us?"

Wasp finished off another mouthful. "As soon as possible, I guess. I mean, as long as you can get away for a while."

_Get away for a while?_ Cortana had a close eye on me as it was, there was no _way _I was going to be able to get away from her. She would hunt me down to the edges of the ship if she had to, I didn't doubt that. Besides, just running off without telling her where I was going? The Captain I wasn't as worried about, but Cortana was someone I wasn't in the mood to upset, especially since she had clearly taken it upon herself to look out for me. And Miles was busy, so if I left when he was on shift, he'd never know the difference.

"Wasp," I said slowly, "I don't know if I can do that. I'd have to check with Cortana. And I don't know when she'll be around."

I didn't know if Wasp even heard me. He was too busy choking down another piece of fish. "Who's Cortana?" he asked. "This stuff is really good, by the way. What's it called?"

"Fish," I replied. I shook my head. "Are you even listening?"

"Yeah." He swallowed that piece a little harder than the rest and answered with a tone that suggested I was accusing him of doing otherwise. "So who's Cortana?"

"She works here," I said without thinking. Really, though, I didn't know how else to explain Cortana to him. As far as I was concerned, she was just a very small, oddly colored human who could do things none of the others could. "She's on the bridge right now. I think she's busy."

Wasp took that into consideration, tipping the bowl and frowning in disappointment when he realized it was empty. He looked up at me, releasing the bowl and letting it rock for a little bit before settling. "Well, just come if you can. I never guaranteed Mom that you'd be there, anyway."

I didn't answer to that. Mom must have known I wasn't looking to get back into the vents any time soon.

Wasp shrugged. "Thanks for the fish." He nudged the empty bowl toward me and stood. "If this, uh, _Cortana_ lets you get away for a few minutes, you know where to find us. See you around?"

"Yep." I watched him haul himself through the grate, replace it, and disappear into the vent system. When I was sure he was gone, I took the bowl to another counter on the other side of the hall and left.

I took a long walk back to Miles' quarters. I was beginning to feel tired again, but I didn't want to go right to sleep with a full stomach, and that hot, itchy feeling was creeping back into my fur. Maybe a nap was just what I needed. I'd had a few long days since I got out of the infirmary.

By the time I got back to his quarters, my head ached enough to make me feel sick and I was hotter than I had been before. I hobbled into the box and flopped down without bothering to curl up.

~O~

I was sure I had at least gotten some sleep, because I woke curled in a ball. But I didn't feel any better. If anything, I felt worse. I was still hot, my head still hurt, and my stomach had begun turning in uncomfortable circles. I had to get to the infirmary.

I hauled myself out of bed, out of the room, and into the hall. I hadn't looked closely enough to see if Miles was back. As far as I knew, he wasn't.

The hall was practically spinning as I staggered down the hallway. I somehow managed to make it to the elevator and up to the next level, but that was as far as I got. I stopped a few feet from the elevator, drifted over to the wall and leaned on it for a minute, trying to get myself together. Instead, I vomited on the floor and found myself staring into what was the fish I had eaten earlier.

_Wasp had some of it, too._

If it was the fish that was making me sick, was it making Wasp sick, too? He'd probably eaten more than I had. I had no way of knowing unless he ended up on the bed next to me.

I had to force myself to move. I tried to get away from the wall and move around the puddle of digested fish, but I couldn't get off the wall. I shuffled right through the pile of puke to lean against a cleaner area of the wall. I coughed twice. My vision spun. I thought I was going to puke again.

"_Cortana?"_

I heard Cortana's voice, distant and worried. I couldn't make out her words.

"_I don't feel good."_

If the floor felt any cooler than I did, I couldn't feel it.

* * *

><p><strong>I'm sorry this chapter took a little longer than I promised. I've had...quite a bit going on. I've been doing a lot of work at my barn for the past month or so, not that that's really kept me from writing, but it hasn't helped. And on Christmas Eve one of the horses had to be put down. I really loved that horse (and I was there the day he had to be put down), so that really threw me off my game.<strong>

**And then, of course, there was a section of this chapter I wasn't particularly happy with. So it took some time of writing and rewriting until I was happy with it. So, I'm sorry this was a little late. I'll do my best next time around. Give me at least seven days after the date to get the chapter up. School's starting up again and I don't know how busy I'll be.**

**Next update: February 28 (Miranda's birthday)**

**You can now check for additional updates on my fanfiction Tumblr: illiad-of-hellsing,tumblr,com  
><strong>

**Or if you have questions, I can answer them there!**


End file.
